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Reid: God's Command Center
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Have Adventists misunderstood its function? A theologian
tells you what he has found on visits there.

D

udley M. Canright said it a cen
tury ago. A half-century ago,
evangelical apologist Walter
Martin suggested why. Today,
former Adventist minister Dale
Ratzlaff and many evangelicals repeat
it: The Adventist sanctuary doctrine
diminishes the significance o f Christs
death at Calvary. Not only that, it robs
Adventists o f assurance that their sins
have been cast, in the words o f Scrip
ture, into the depths o f the sea.
Does it really? I think o f conversa
tions with a troubled friend who,
despite his Adventist upbringing,
struggled to reconcile G o d s grace
with C hrist’s continuing sanctuary
ministry. For him, the issue was spiri
tually debilitating, leading to a half
hearted commitment not only to the
sanctuary teaching but also to the

whole message o f Scripture. Not until
he decided to study the sanctuary in
depth did he catch the fact that satis
fying answers are there to be found.
How can two teachings— salvation
and the sanctuary— so clearly pre
sented in the Scriptures, appear
incompatible when set adjacent to
one another? A wise answer som e
times must be preceded by a clarify
ing question: Are we truly looking at
two incompatibles, or do we only
think we are?
Further, it’s always well to explore
what we mean by “salvation” and*
*George W. Reid recently retired as
Director o f the Biblical Research Insti
tute at the General Conference o f Sev
enth-day Adventists in Silver Springy
Maryland.
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What does one do with a Christ whose purpose is
completed? Is he, like some obsolete piece of
machinery, then assigned a quiet pedestal in the
museum of heroic salvation?

“sanctuary” If as Adventists we are
prom oting two beliefs at war with
each other, we should be eager to
sign a “peace treaty” based on the
eternal verities o f G o d s Word.
In brief, the challenge the critics
pose is this: If the sacrifice o f Christ
at Calvary incorporates the gospel in
all its ramifications, what significance
remains in a functioning sanctuary,
whether on Earth or in heaven? Wal
ter M artin’s charge that disappointed
Adventists o f 1844 produced the
sanctuary idea to cover their gross
error in proclaiming the return o f
Christ seems to assume some credi
bility. O f course, Martin was simply
echoing Canright’s explanation. And
Canright’s obsessive intent to dem ol
ish the Adventist message renders his
judgment suspect. Ratzlaff offers lit
tle if anything but rehashed Canright.
A Heavenly Reality
When God told Moses to “let them
make me a sanctuary; that I may
dwell among them” (Ex. 25:8, KJV),
he was not asking for a work o f cre
ation. Rather, he instructed Moses to
see that the sanctuary was con

structed “after the pattern... which is
being shown you on the mountain”
(Ex. 25:40, RSV). O f course, it was not
we who saw the pattern, but Moses.
Was he shown an actual structure
somewhere in the universe, or was he
shown a model, perhaps even lacking
physical form, what we today call a
“concept”?
The Hebrew word tabnit means a
plan or pattern; however, the context
suggests the existence o f a cosmic
reality. The Scriptures refer to a real
ity. Though its substance probably
does not consist o f bricks and mortar,
stones, w ood timbers, and paneling,
we must take Scripture seriously. Cer
tainly we are given no warrant to
reduce the sanctuary to an allegory
that instructs us in some ethereal way
o f what occurs in that moment when
a person meets God.
O f course there’s the ever-present
temptation to limit God, to enclose
him in a crystalline display case fab
ricated in human imagination. At
the same time, it is true that the G od
who transcends all structures still
asks us to prepare a place where in
this world his presence may be man
ifest. That place “which the Lord
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your G od will choose, to make his
name dwell there, thither you shall
bring all that I com m and you: your
burnt offerings and your sacrifices”
(RSV). The same G od who “dwells
not in houses made with hands” rec
ognized the virtue to be found in a
place o f intimate contact. It was not
the structure that consecrated God,
but G od who invested virtue in a
place o f com m union and reconcilia
tion with those who believe in him.
This cosm ic sanctuary is men
tioned not only when initiating the
wilderness sanctuary, and once more
as David begins plans for a perma
nent temple, but also repeatedly in
the scriptural record. Striking exam
ples appear in the Psalms, Ezekiel 1,
Isaiah 6, and Daniel 7. Also, in the
New Testament we encounter Christ,
the High Priest, ministering in the
“greater and more perfect tabernacle
that is not man-made, that is to say,
not a part o f this creation” (Heb. 9:11,
NIV). And Revelation is replete with
sanctuary allusions, some o f which
would be meaningless unless a heav
enly sanctuary exists.

cross, and rightly so, but to the point
that the post-Calvary Christ becomes
redundant. What does one do with a
Christ whose purpose is completed?
Is he, like some obsolete piece o f
machinery, then assigned a quiet
pedestal in the museum o f heroic sal
vation? I speak reverently o f our Lord
and glory in the victory o f the cross,
which overthrew the reign of sin and
brought us the gift o f his justifying
grace as well as his transforming
power.
Final Judgment Ministration
Christ’s ministry on our behalf in
the heavenly sanctuary reveals new
wonders o f his mission on Earth. The
Christ o f Calvary becomes immedi
ately relevant to me, moment by
moment, today and tomorrow, as my
High Priest. In the presence o f the
Father, he, the sacrifice, by the contin
ual ministry o f his blood on my
behalf, stands in my stead before the
watching eyes o f the universe and
before the very throne o f God. Far
from diminishing the meaning o f the
Cross, the Adventist understanding
enhances the relevance o f that sacri
fice, for its virtues flow in a continu
ous ministry for me!
But what’s this about the final
judgm ent ministry beginning in
1844? Is not the merit o f salvation at
Calvary abridged by the concept o f a
final review o f every person ’s com
mitment just prior to the return o f
Jesus? D o we not here have a case o f

New Understandings
So it exists. Does that reality
diminish the significance o f Christ’s
death at Calvary? No. The continuing
ministry o f Christ up there enhances,
rather than obscures, the cross. It
delivers us from limiting his work.
Many o f our friends in the evangelical
community exalt the Christ o f the
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reporting that he saw the tribunal
rendering judgment in favor o f the
saints (7:22). And it is C h rist’s mer
its that stand in place o f the believer,
crediting once more the virtue o f the
Cross. To set the achievements o f the
Cross in conflict with the pre-advent
judgment is to distort shamefully
the concerted harmony that exists
between C h rist’s accomplishments
at the Cross and the application o f
these accomplishments before the
throne o f God. May G od have mercy
on those who with false zeal would
pry them apart!

double jeopardy?
The Bible nowhere teaches the
Calvinistic doctrine o f infallible per
severance; that is, that once one
accepts Christ, one cannot fall away.
To the contrary, the Bible is explicit:
Although nothing can displace the
achieved victory o f Christ on the
cross, and therefore the certainty o f
salvation for the earnest believer,
that standing is contingent on re
maining in C h rist’s service.
Numerous passages o f Scripture
support this truth. For example, 1
Corinthians 15:1, 2: “Now I would
remind you, brethren, in what terms
I preached to you the gospel, which
you received, in which you stand, by
which you are saved, if you hold it
fast” (RSV). Here is certainty and
assurance in salvation, but recogni
tion o f the need to persist in trusting
the Saviour. To the degree that our
critics adopt Calvinist theology on
this point, they will remain uncom
fortable with our position.
The crucial point is this: Nothing
that occurs in the heavenly sanctu
ary— including the pre-advent judg
ment that finds Christ standing in
the place o f each trusting believer—
nothing can in any way jeopardize
the significance o f the cross. That
sacrifice stands as the sole means o f
salvation to every one that believes
and is sufficient to save to the utter
most everyone that com es to him, to
borrow explicit biblical language.
Daniel supports this conclusion,

Heathen Blueprints?
Some critical scholars question
not only the reason for a sanctuary
but also its very pedigree. Because o f
structural and even slight concep
tual similarities between the Hebrew
sanctuary and holy places dedicated
to the gods o f pagan neighbors, they
presume a dependence upon the
heathen temples.
It is not inconceivable that G od
allowed the use o f existing technol
ogy in designating the form o f the
sanctuary; for example, workmen
were from Hiram o f Tyre. But the
overriding goal o f Hebrew worship
was not appeasement, as in other
religions, but reconciliation and
restoration to the holiness that char
acterizes God, in stark contrast to
pagan deities. The biblical narrative
clearly tells us that G od conveyed the
blueprints for his sanctuary.
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The faithful Hebrew worshiper was not playing
religion or building a sand-castle faith as he came to G od’s
house. By faith in the promised Redeemer,
he walked from his worship a forgiven person, restored
in fact to harmony with God.

In the sanctuary on Earth we see
dimly the significance o f G o d s m ag
nificent center at the heart o f the
universe. Wrapped in earthly in
struction and ceremony are p ro
found truths about G od’s righteous
ness. We perceive something o f his
purposes and his means o f restoring
rebellious humans to full citizenship
in the kingdom o f heaven. In the
gory and grisly rawness o f sacrifice
we witness the seriousness o f sin as
well as the extraordinary means
required to resolve the problem.
Even if in time the priests com
mercialized and trivialized the sanc
tuary services, rendering them de
void o f the heartrending sense o f
responsibility and release they were
intended to convey, som e hearts
remained sensitive. The faithful H e
brew worshiper was not playing reli
gion or building a sand-castle faith
as he came to G od’s house. By faith
in the prom ised Redeemer, he
walked from his worship a forgiven
person, restored in fact to harmony
with God. It was not the deed that
restored the contrite sinner, but
G od ’s conferral o f grace that

achieved it.
At times, when troubled, in quiet
moments o f reflection or when hur
ried and harried, I turn my heart
toward the sanctuary above and, in
imagination, reverently enter. There
I find a place o f refuge. With assur
ance that all has been made right
with God, I know the restful peace o f
a cleansed conscience.
There also I question: “Why, God?
How can you be fair and yet pass over
the sins o f those who call on you in
humble repentance?” And there I find
understanding. Just as the earthly
sanctuary offered lessons o f G od’s
character and justness, so in the heav
enly, I am confronted anew with the
immeasurable sacrifice o f Jesus
Christ, “whom God put forward as an
sacrifice by his blood, effective by
faith. He did this to show his right
eousness [justice], because in his
divine forbearance he had passed
over the sins previously committed; it
was to prove at the present time that
he himself is righteous, and that he
justifies the one who has faith in
Jesus” (Rom. 3:25, 26, NRSV).
Sometimes, when it seems that
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Everyone has doubts at times. The devil sees to it.
The sanctuary, however, knows nothing of doubt. From
this divine command center o f the universe,
assurance radiates to all G od’s creation, not only on Earth
but also on worlds unknown.

lamb, has been sacrificed. Let us,
therefore, celebrate the festival, not
with the old leaven, the leaven o f
malice and evil, but with the unleav
ened bread o f sincerity and truth”
(RSV). Ties with the Passover are
obvious, with Christ the atoning rec
onciliation, all o f which centers in
the sanctuary. The result: a changed,
transformed life o f joy.
Everyone has doubts at times.
The devil sees to it. The sanctuary,
however, knows nothing o f doubt.
From this divine com m and center o f
the universe, assurance radiates to all
G od ’s creation, not only on Earth
but also on worlds unknown.
Here, where millions o f his court
worship, where angels innumerable
come and go, where choruses and
choirs make music, where G od’s chil
dren from throughout the universe
behold the majesty and the holiness
o f his character, here, all his creation
glories in his shekinah presence.
Faced with revolt in a universe that
had known only peace, God adapted
the functions in his command center
to make it a place o f reconciliation,

everything that’s fastened down is
coming loose, I seek and find how to
cope. In my work as director o f the
Biblical Research Institute, I and my
colleagues were confronted with
many perplexing situations and not a
few theological challenges. The sanc
tuary is the place where I learn how to
cope with the apparent triumph o f
evil, whether in the world or in a
more immediate context. With the
psalmist, trying to understand is
often a “wearisome task,” until, with
him, I go “into the sanctuary o f G od”
(see Psalm 73:16, 17). He found the
answer there, and so do I.
There also, I find focus. As I enter
the heavenly sanctuary, my experi
ence transcends everyday concerns
o f life. My Saviour assures me that I
can rest secure in his promises. I
have found that even excessive con
cern over inner spiritual progress
needs subordination to the grand
purposes o f God.
The Scriptures link salvation and
the sanctuary, perhaps nowhere
more profoundly than in 1 Corinthi
ans 5:7, 8: “For Christ, our paschal
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that every tongue should confess that
Jesus Christ is Lord” (Phil. 2:9-11,
KJV). In imagination, I return with
him to that heavenly command cen
ter, where, in the presence o f the
Father, he ever lives to make interces
sion for his fallen creation!
There I find uplifting assurance.
An assurance that I’m comm itted to
inviting all my fellow sinners to the
com m and center o f the Universe,
the sanctuary.

where fallen creatures, half-blinded
but repentant under the ministry o f
his Spirit, could approach him for
healing. From that grand center, our
Lord left for this dark, rebellious
world. “Emptying himself,” as Paul
describes it, he committed himself to
carrying out the directives o f his
Father, “even [to] the death o f the
cross. Wherefore G od also hath
highly exalted him, that at the name
o f Jesus every knee should bow... and
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1 1, ow soon is Christ to return?
Have we reliable data as to the nearness of his coming? These are
questions worth asking and answering.
Years ago a friend, just back from China, was seated one evening
on the Thames Embankment in London, looking at that scene of
boyhood days. On the same bench were two young women, who
began to converse about what time it was. Each had on a cheap wrist
watch, which did not agree. While they continued arguing about the
time, my Londoner friend heard the deep, sonorous notes of aBig
Ben” boom ing through the city, literally setting the time for an
empire. But the young women never noticed that the time had been
announced clearly and beyond question!
So it is today. The clock of God has spoken in no uncertain tones
giving warning of the impending “zero hour.” And Earth’s inhabi
tants go on arguing.... “That which thy Fathers have bequeathed
to thee, earn it anew if thou wouldst possess it.”— Goethe.
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